
                                       A Forgotten Date in History

Perhaps because of the way history has been taught in our schools certain historical dates 
have become inscribed on our subconscious, - 1066 obviously, the great fire of London in 
1666, the battle of Trafalgar in 1805, the sinking of the Titanic in 1912 and so on. But other 
important historical events have somehow become airbrushed from the record and thus 
from the memory.

One such event was the Great Horse Manure Crisis of 1894. (I am not making this up!) 
Towards the end of the 19th century cities like London, New York and Paris were 
becoming increasingly concerned by the huge volumes of horse manure daily being 
deposited on the streets. In London in 1894 there were over 11 000 horses pulling hansom 
cabs. There were thousands more horses pulling horse buses. Each horse bus needed 12 
horses per day  to operate a service throughout the day. On top of this there were 
hundreds of horse-drawn drays and carts making deliveries, plus individuals riding round 
the city on their own horses. At least 50 000 horses were on the streets of the city in any 
one day. They were creating a major problem.

Each horse would produce approximately 30lbs of manure per day as well as 2 pints of 
urine, all of it deposited on public streets. The total volume per day was immense (you do 
the maths!). It was becoming a major threat to public health, adding to the problems 
caused by lack of proper sanitation for the disposal of human excrement. In New York, 
(where they did the maths), 100 000 horses were dumping some 2.5 million pounds of 
manure per day. Something had to be done. In 1894 The Times solemnly warned the 
general public that in 50 years every street in London would be 9ft deep in horse manure.

Had they but known it the solution to what seemed an insuperable problem had already 
arrived. In that very same year, 1894, the first car with an internal combustion engine had 
arrived on the streets of Britain. In a remarkably short time, thanks to the genius of Henry 
Ford and the ability of his factories to produce Model T Fords cheaply, the horse, mainstay 
of travel since Roman times, was rapidly replaced in the decade leading up to the First 
World War. By the 1920s a horse and cart could still be seen on the streets of London, but 
it had become a rare sight and had been pushed unceremoniously to the side of the road.

But a cynic (who, me?) might then suggest that one nasty problem had merely been 
replaced by an even nastier one, poisonous  air pollution from exhausts,  which is with us 
still and growing daily worse. The London congestion charge is but another ineffectual 
attempt to deal with the 21st century version of horse manure.
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